Natural killer cells and reproductive failure.
The purpose of this review is to provide an update of what is known about the role of natural killer cells in reproduction. In humans, natural killer cells are present in abundance in the uterus and appear to play an important role in early pregnancy. Women with reproductive failure have been shown to have higher levels of natural killer cell numbers and activity in peripheral blood. The evidence relating to uterine natural killer cells, however, is contradictory. While earlier studies suggested an increase of uterine natural killer cells in women with recurrent pregnancy loss, more recent investigations have not confirmed this trend. Uterine natural killer cell number or activity appear to be higher in spontaneous abortions with normal chromosomes compared with chromosomally abnormal pregnancies. Furthermore, a rise of the cytotoxic CD56(dim)CD16+ natural killer cell subset is seen in the follicular fluid of patients with idiopathic infertility and it is postulated that this increase may decrease fertilization rates in this group. Natural killer cell number and activity appear to be altered in women with reproductive failure although it is unclear if the difference is a cause or effect of reproductive failure. Whether natural killer cells are increased or decreased depends on whether peripheral blood, endometrium or first-trimester decidua is analyzed. Until more is known about the role of natural killer cells in normal pregnancy, there does not appear to be any benefit in offering natural killer cell testing to women with reproductive failure outside of research protocols.